Oscar Wilde Seminar Assignment, MA in Irish Literature, DUCIS, 2006 


The group consisted exclusively of ESL students. 


1. Wilde and His Critics 

Summarize the principal argument(s) of the assigned critical essay. Does this reading of the play 
strike you as persuasive/plausible/far-fetched? 

You may work on this assignment individually or in pairs. 


2. Translating Earnest (individual assignment) 

Choose a passage from the play that would be difficult to translate into your mother tongue (10-20 
lines). Translate the passage and write a brief account of your translation NB. in English, of 
course outlining the difficulties and the solutions you have chosen. Is anything “lost in 
translation”? 

3. Study questions 

You need to answer at least one of the following questions. You may work individually or as a 
group (1000 words maximum). 

a) The Importance of Being Earnest has been described as a “trivial comedy for serious people”, as 
“heartless farce” (G.B. Shaw), as “perhaps the only pure verbal opera in English”(W.H. Auden), 
and as the “ perfect realisation of Wilde’s anarchist ideals” (Sos Eltis). Which of these 
interpretations is closer to your view of the play? Support your arguments with textual evidence. 
You may also find it useful to consult scholarly reference sources ( e.g. Encyclopaedia Britannica, 
Oxford Reference Online, etymological dictionaries and dictionaries of critical terms) to expand 
your knowledge of anarchism, of comedy, especially the comedy of manners, farce and the theatre 
of the absurd. 

AND/OR 

b) Oscar Wilde referred to his own plays and to those of G.B. Shaw as masterpieces of “the great 
Celtic School”. Does it make sense to speak of a Celtic School/Movement within the drama written 
in English and aimed primarily at an English audience? Why/ why not? Consider distinguishing 
features, common artistic aims and themes. You may wish to consult Richard Haslam’s article in 
the Norton edition. Declan Kiberd’s Irish Classics and Inventing Ireland , Nicholas Grene’s The 
Politics of Irish Drama, Oscar Wilde’s The Critic as Artist. 


4. In De Profundis , Oscar Wilde provides this reading of his life and art: 

“I was a man who stood in symbolic relations to the art and culture of my age. I had realised this for 
myself at the very dawn of my manhood, and had forced my age to realise it afterwards ... The gods 
had given me almost everything. I had genius, a distinguished name, high social position, brilliancy, 
intellectual daring; I made art a philosophy and philosophy an art: I altered the minds of men and 
the colours of things; there was nothing I said or did that did not make people wonder. I took the 
drama, the most objective form known to art and made it as personal a mode of expression as the 
lyric or sonnet; at the same time I widened its range and enriched its characterisation. Drama, novel, 
poem in prose, poem in rhyme, subtle or fantastic dialogue, whatever I touched, I made beautiful in 









a new mode of beauty ... I treated art as the supreme reality and life as a mere mode of fiction. I 
awoke the imagination of my century so that it created myth and legend around me. I summed up 
all systems in a phrase and all existence in an epigram.” 

Does the film support Oscar Wilde’s interpretation of his own life and of his symbolic relevance or 
does it diverge from it? What aspects are omitted, altered or downplayed? 

The film shown was the biopic Wilde (1997) directed by Brian Gilbert and starring Stephen Fry. 


For any additional information or comments on this assignment or on any other material in the 
Oscar Wilde Collection please e-mail florina.tufescu @protonmail.com 



